ABSTRACT
INTRODUCTION: (RE)AUTHORING THE CELEBRITY
In this article, I explore the limits, layers and potential of vocal mimesis. Conceptualizing the voice as a plural space that connects imitation and originality, I begin with a seemingly unrelated question posed by Rosemary J. Coombe in her book The Cultural Life of
Intellectual Properties (1998: 88) : 'Who authors the celebrity?' Using reflections on three specific aspects of the research and development of a new musical, this article aims to articulate one possible reply to Coombe's question through a focus on the vocal performance of celebrity.
In January 2014, I was commissioned by the New Theatre Royal Portsmouth to produce a short musical work developed with my undergraduate performing arts students, to be performed as part of the annual student drama festival. The commission was an ideal opportunity to enhance the burgeoning relationship between the theatre and the performing arts department of the University of Portsmouth's School of Media and Performing Arts.
1 My co-writer and I had been working sporadically on a project for about eighteen months, and in an effort to catalyze its development, I suggested the piece to the commissioning producer, secured a director-a promising second-year undergraduate-and worked as MD and accompanist, along with her and a cast of six students (three male and three female). 2 With a working title of All That's Left, the project explored the nature of celebrity and conspiracy by staging imagined conversations between members of The 27 Club-the enigmatic group of popular musicians, poets and performers who all share the dubious privilege of having passed away aged 27, including performers such as Amy Winehouse (1983 Winehouse ( -2011 . 3 Working with a collection of half-notated songs, fragments of script, and assorted materials relating to Kurt Cobain (1967 Cobain ( -1994 ; lead singer of 1990s grunge band Nirvana), Jim Morrison (1943 Morrison ( -1971  lead singer of The Doors), Janis Joplin ; American blues-rock singer), English
World War One poets Rupert Brooke (1887 Brooke ( -1915 and Isaac Rosenberg (1890 Rosenberg ( -1918 , and
Alexander Bashlachev ; Soviet era Russian punk poet), 'The 27 Club' became reframed as a members-only lounge in limbo, about which an extra-diegetic journalist had written an inaccurate coffee-table study based purely on second-hand evidence drawn from
Wikipedia.
What became particularly fascinating during the development of the work, and as a partial answer to Coombe's opening question, was the nature of writing original material for such iconic celebrities in a process of (re)authoring them for the musical stage. In doing so, All 5 To what extent the performer 'sounds like' the singer they are emulating therefore becomes the barometer of accuracy.
Echoing Platonic doctrine, sociologist Hillel Schwartz has noted that while any copy is inherently flawed, contemporary culture consumes replication in order to provide 'continuity, value, and authenticity', as seen in the popular consumption of tribute acts and 'bio-musicals', with the overt primacy of vocal imitation offering itself a site of evaluation (2013: 175) . 6 Yet, All That's Left was to be an original work, not a 'bio-musical'. Kurt Cobain would not be recognized through any shouted reference to 'teen spirit', and at no point would Jim Morrison laconically invite anyone to 'light his fire', in reference to popular songs by these musicians.
The ability to offer continuity, value, and authenticity through immediate musico-vocal imitation was therefore different in this case. The ways in which this was negotiated and developed through the process proved provocative and yielded fascinating insights into the authoring of celebrity on the musical stage. Three aspects brought the layers, limits and potential of vocal performance into sharp focus in this regard: 1) the uses and problems of emulation and accent, 2) the distancing of voice from character, and 3) the ethics of stealing a character's voice in an act of eavesdropping. Reflecting on these areas and the strategies used in performance, the voice is found to be a place in and from which celebrities may be (re)authored and reinterpreted on the musical stage.
THE USES AND PROBLEMS OF EMULATION AND ACCENT
In her book The Human Voice, Anne Karpf (2006: 20) Rosenberg-were not known for their speaking voices. Yet, in an active display of encultured compulsion, the first workshop saw the cast automatically explore vocal emulation and imitation of the real-life figures they were (re)authoring in the piece. YouTube clips were played and verbatim monologues were developed, with much discussion of imitation and emulation as necessary to provide something for the audience in the absence of well-known songs from which they might deduce a sense of imitation of authenticity.
This sense of vocal imitation conferring continuity or attributing authenticity quickly became problematic, indicative of a particular limitation and subsequent possibility that we chose to exploit. As Roland Barthes suggests in his by-now ubiquitous text, no matter how much one voice tries to imitate another, emulation will always be limited by 'the materiality of the body speaking its mother tongue ' (1977: 182) . Even the best tribute act or impersonator will, in the end, never really sound like anyone but themselves-their vocal 'grain' betrays them. Vocal imitation-even through imitated 'vocal melodies'-therefore has its limits, meaning that any imitative quality can only exist and be experienced in relation to its own artifice (Karpf 2006: 190) . In this sense, while vocal mimesis served to reference aesthetic or stylistic features, it was only one part of the voice as a plural site in performance. In fact, given the original nature of the musical material, the voice as 'musical instrument' would operate differently in this piece, re-authoring the musico-vocal expression in a new cultural space. Elsewhere in Schwartz's study of copies, he conceives of the potential relationship between a copy and its original through a devastating social observation about codependency: 'we use copies to certify originals, originals to certify copies, then we stand bewildered ' (2013: 176) . In other words, if imitation is the site of constructed continuity or authenticity, it only operates because of limits imposed by its 'bewildering', co-dependent dialogue with the original. This might be illustrated by the following diagram: and backbone to the scenario we were trying to establish. However, at the time, there were no black students to assume this role, and having discounted blackface performance as a political and ethical strategy that would complicate the intentions of the work more than serve the dramaturgy, we began exploring the idea that Johnson's legacy was all-pervasive. His voice, therefore, would need to be more ethereal than that of more contemporary musicians and poets.
As Johnson was performing in the early twentieth century, during a period that saw much development in sound recording, we considered the idea of pre-recording the voice of Robert
Johnson in order to evoke an era-specific technological advancement and a strong sense of present. Yet, the voice was unmistakably the student's. His flat, short vowel sounds were present, the placement of his tongue overly-forward in his mouth when articulating was evident in the recording, and the over-pronunciation of various words betrayed the mimesis:
'was' became 'waws', 'devil' became 'devarl'. In short, this copy became 'black-voiced'; caught, bewildered between (stereotypical) imitation and (re)authoring.
However, rather than causing auditory distress through acousmatization as Finer, Adorno or between character, performer, and audience. 8 In this case, the chair did not become endowed with a persona; it remained a chair-the visual object representative of a character that was present in the space via a pre-recorded voice, which sonically 'bounced off' the legs, arms, back, seat and spokes, rather than becoming absorbed by them. The sense of disconnect between the visual and the vocal/aural was further reinforced by the activation of the object in performance. Scholar Penny Francis (2012: 18) has distinguished between objects that are configured as figures (personified or anthropomorphized) or objects (retaining their everyday materiality or function), suggesting that animated objects remain in their natural state, despite assuming the properties of the character represented, if manipulated or animated somehow. In the case of Robert Johnson, the performance of his song and dialogue was signified by a spotlight on the chair, as it was rocked by the foot of another performer. The chair's agency as a representative object was activated by other performers in a manner somewhat reminiscent of Tadeusz Kantor's description of puppets as poor objects, secondary onstage to the performer that activates them. The agency of the visual object was not even to act as a surrogate body: it was conceptually and performatively separate, maintaining the sense of disconnect and unrest that evoked the effervescence of the character. This reinforced the theatricality of the voice by denying it material agency, and allowed the plurality of the voice-as person, character, instrument and body-to become the primary focus as a dramatic agent through acousmatic audiophilia. In short, the material object endowed the voice with uncanny agency as a paradoxically imitative medium, mimetic at the point of the original.
Robert Johnson's voice was therefore experienced as a plural site between mimesis and materiality: a moment of new sonority through acousmatic audiophilia, found in the gaps and spaces between the material object (the rocking chair), the imitative medium (the recorded voice) and the audience's collusion in the uncanny paradox, which forced them to listen, 'straining toward a possible meaning' in the subtext and characterization, through the layers and limits of this bewildering voice (Nancy 2007: 2). Therefore, it is not only the performing voice involved in (re)authoring these celebrities, it is also the listening ears of the audience.
When it came to giving voice-or the opposite-to Kurt Cobain, the bewildered voice did not perform a sense of aural negation between absence and fetishism but a sense of sadistic ambivalence evoking his legacy through the act of listening.
EAVESDROPPING, STOLEN VOICES AND THE SADISTIC POWER OF LISTENING
As the lead singer of 1990s Seattle grunge band Nirvana, Kurt Cobain's suicide note is widely available online. If it is genuine, it is tragic. If it is fake, it is also tragic. In either instance, one question pervaded the rehearsal room: how do you sing a suicide note? As a dramatic textwhether epistolary, linguistic or sung-its honesty and directness, along with the sheer sense of memory and regret, seemed to embody the conflict between personal demons and the hostages to celebrity and fame that many of those who died at 27 never negotiated successfully. This is not to romanticize the loss, pointlessness, brazen self-destruction, or otherwise nefarious circumstances that led to popular counter-cultural conspiracies and the mythology of a shared association and narrative between ultimately unrelated deaths; it does perhaps suggest the reason we were drawn to the subject as a potential music theatre project in the first place. Still, until the death of Amy Winehouse, Cobain was lauded in the popular press as the dominant icon of this counter-cultural community; making him sing was always going to be a problem. listened-in on (2015: 193) . If the aural agency of eavesdropping allows the listener to create their own narrative-much like the popular press are wont to do with the lives and losses of these celebrities-then might this, in itself, suggest another limit (or layer) of vocal mimesis?
Does the listener create their own copy, seeking to ratify it from an already-alienated position of indeterminacy?
As Salomé Voegelin has noted, hearing/listening is always flawed and full of doubt, without a meta-position from which to construct the discourse (2010: xii). In the case of this song, the absence of a meta-position is enhanced by Cobain's 'voice' being silenced (perhaps stolen?);
Morrison's words are not his own, but they are words nonetheless. As such, their origin is questioned, exposed, cast into doubt. The copy has no origin; the limits of mimesis are exposed through a 'bewildered voice' assuming the character's agency, and the act of eavesdropping on Cobain's words becomes a moment in which the audience are forced to construct and question the many metanarratives and mythologies surrounding the contentious demise of Cobain. In short, the audience themselves may (re)author the celebrity through an act of sadistic listening to his bewildered, stolen voice. (1998: 88-89) . The multiplicity of sites includes the popular press, the music industry, copious fan community websites, and the consumption of ephemera by the populace.
CONCLUSION
Notably, the voice appears to act as a repository for a 'multiplicity of sites' that perform the authoring of celebrities on stage. At least three sites, or layers, of authorship could be identified throughout the process. First, the use of accent allows a sense of imitation and 'continuity' of the celebrity image through vocal mimesis. However, the acceptance of the inescapable 'grain' exposes the limits of imitation. While an audience might use voice as a barometer of accuracy, the implicit acknowledgement that music-vocal performance in this context is always-already a heightened reality means that the performativity of the voice itself becomes a primary focus, with the potential for authoring the celebrity in a new way. In this sense, the celebrity may be authored by a 'bewildered voice'. Second, the use of recorded voice and the implicit acknowledgement of artifice may lead to acousmatic audiophilia, pushing even towards a 'present sense beyond sound' (Nancy 2007: 2), only to find that the audiophilia experienced acts as an agency to unveil the limits of mimesis; even uncanny mediation renders what is heard and how it is heard indiscernible, with the resultant bewildered voice still 'mined for its symbolic resonance' (Coombe 1998: 89) .
Nevertheless, it is this sense of indiscernible agency, and the ineffability in performing the layers and limits of mimesis that provide a thrill, empowering singers and listeners, in the third layer of authorship, to eavesdrop on voices for which they cannot help but construct their own narrative: mimetic, flawed, and unknowable. Perhaps, in the end, the act of listening to these voices reformulates the flawed and unknowable listening-in that popular culture has taken so much pleasure in, creating mythologies so far away from reality that there is no original left to ratify. An accent suggests an origin, a recording embodies a sensibility, and a transgressive act of eavesdropping performs the very (re)authoring facilitated by the limits, layers and potential of vocal mimesis in musical theatre performance.
